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Sigtuna, situated at lake Malar between Stockholm and 
Uppsala, is Sweden's oldest town with cultural layers from 
about 980 AD. A few years ago, in 1995 and 1996, 
excavations were carried out in Sigtuna 's Viking Age and 
Early Medieval harbour and waterfront. The dig, covering 
approximately 200 sg. m, was the first ever on this scale 
in these areas. Remains of houses and other constructions 
as well as a huge number of artefacts, dating from 
Sigtuna' s earliest days and its first centuries, were 
found (Tesch 1996) . 

A number of finds from these new excavations, and also 
from previous excavations in Sigtuna 's town layers, 
indicate the town's connections with Kiev Rus' and 
associates it with the Rus' cultural context. 

Among the finds from Sigtuna are nine bronze axe-amulets, 
of a type considered as originating in Rus'. It is the 
largest concentration of this artefact anywhere, inside or 
outside Rus' (Edberg 1999). 

The standard work on Rus' axe-amulets was published by 
N. A. Makarov, to whom 62 objects of this type were known. 
The bulk were found in present day Russia, Ukraine and 
Belarus, but nine objects were from other countries. 

All but two of Makarov 's axe-amulets are of two 
distinctive types. Axe-amulets of his type No. 1, 
consisting of 39 objects, resemble full-size bearded axes. 
They are between 40 and 55 mm wide with an edge between 28 
and 40 mm. They have many traits in common, e. g. 
"helmet's roofs" (in German Helmdach) with flaps, necks 
with slits, and blades with spurs. The ornament varies and 
may consist of either borders with double lines, zigzag 
borders with dents and concentric circles or a combination 
of these patterns. Axe-amulets of type No. 2 number 18 
objects. They resemble a broad battle-axe, Otherwise, size 
and design are similar to No. 1. 

Thanks to new excavations in Russia, Makarov has been able 
to construct a chronological framework, dating the axe- 



amulets to the 11th and 12th centuries, i.e. after Rus ' 
was christianized. 

A certain number of the finds are from graves, where the 
axe-amulets generally were put at the skeleton's legs or 
feet, where the real battle-axe would have been put. Also, 
the ornaments imitate patterns on full-sized showpiece 
axes. In Makarov's opinion, the axe-amulets are associated 
with the princely retinues (in Russian druzhina) where the 
axe was the young warrior's principal weapon. He considers 
the axe-amulets to be objects given to boys, training to 
become full-fledged members of the retinue. The axe- 
amulets can also be looked upon as manifestations of a 
warrior's ideology, which developed among the Rus' 
princely retinues at the time (Makarov 1992) . 



Sigtuna was founded as a royal and Christian town and 
played an a significant political and ecclesiastical role 
until the 14th century. Sigtuna' s black earth, up to 3 
meters thick, covers an area about 700 meters long and up 
to 200 meters wide. 

Two of the nine axe-amulets were found in the harbour and 
waterfront dig in 1995-1996. Seven were found in previous 
black earth digs during the 1980' s and 1990' s. All axe- 
amulets were found in different locations but within a 
radius of approximately 150 meters. None were found in the 
cemeteries . 

Seven of the axe-amulets have the part with the handle- 
hole preserved, and they all look quite similar, with 
"helmet's roofs". Seven have the blade preserved, and of 
these six are in size and design undisputeably bearded 
axes of Makarov's type No. 1. The odd man out, litt. I, 
has a more symmetrical blade than the typical axe-amulet 
of this type but with its spur and design of the handle- 
hole part nevertheless carries some resemblance. 

The axe-amulet litt. B with its beautiful precision-made 
ornament deserves special attention. It has close paralels 
with axe-amulets found in Novgorod, Staraya Russa, 
Beloozero, Sarkel and Bilyar. 

Until the Sigtuna axe-amulets were found only two similar 
objects were previously known from Sweden,. Makarov was 
familiar with them and they are included in his research. 

According to Makarov, the axe-amulets are concentrated to 
the central territory of Rus ' and are found predominantly 



in towns, border fortifications and retinues' cemeteries. 
Few are found in the countryside or in village cemeteries. 
His analysis here follows, broadly speaking, the same 
lines as previous scholars who have written about the axe- 
amulets, like the Swede T. J. Arne and the German P. 
Paulsen . 

Those axe-amulets found outside Rus ' proper are considered 
by Makarov to be evidence of Rus' fiscal and military 
activities . 

However, this later interpretation does not fit very well 
with the Sigtuna finds. The only known raid on Sigtuna in 
the period in guestion happened in 1187 and was carried 
out by Ests or Karelians (who possibly may have come from 
Novgorod-controlled areas) . But five of the Sigtuna axe- 
amulets are stratigraphically dated to 1150 or earlier and 
by the end of the 12th century these objects were, 
according to Makarov, no longer in sway. Thus, I consider 
it out of the guestion that the Sigtuna axe-amulets are 
traces of the 1187 raid or any other Rus' action. 

Rather, the axe-amulets in Sigtuna originate with 
Scandinavians returning from mercenary duty with the Rus' 
princes. Such mercenaries - varangi - are, of course, 
well known from many written sources. The axe-amulets may 
be looked upon also as symbol of the Rus' warrior 
ideology, on Swedish soil. In general terms, they are also 
token of the pre-Mongol connections between the princely 
Rus' and the Swedish nation's political cradle, the Lake 
Malar region. 

The datings of the Sigtuna finds correspond well with 
Makarov' s chronology. The axe-amulet litt. B, 
stratigraphically dated to 1175-1180, in an exception with 
an ornament which according to Makarov not is used after 
about 1100. However, this can easily be explained by 
considering the amulet as a souvenir from an ancestor, 
kept by later generations. 

Stratigraphical dating of the Sigtuna axe-amulets 

A. 1075-1100 AD 

B. 1175-1200 

C. 1050-1075 

D. 12th Century 

E. 1100-1150 

F. 12th Century 

G. 975-1125 
H. 975-1125 

I . 12th Century 
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NB : In 2008, the author published another five axe-amulets 
from Sigtuna, putting the total number known to 14. See: 
Edberg, R. : Nya fynd av miniatyrxor, in: A. Wikstrom, ed. : 
Pa vag till Paradiset, arkeologisk undersokning i 
kvarteret Humlegarden 3 i Sigtuna 2006, pp. 150-154. 
Meddelanden och rapporter fran Sigtuna Museer, No. 33. 




Axe-amulets from Sigtuna. Scale: Squares are 
centimetres . 



